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Afterword: The Journal of Commonwealth Literature, postcolonial studies and the 
provinces 
 
The history of the Journal of Commonwealth Literature that is mapped out in this anniversary 
issue gives an insight into the simultaneous history of postcolonial studies, of its fissures, 
developments and heterogeneity. This is especially timely given how the emerging fields of 
µZRUOG¶DQGµJOREDO¶OLWHUDWXUHVare forcing critics to think otherwise about how texts can be 
read within the context of globalization, and how material cultures are circulated and received 
beyond their country of origin.i These shifts are moving debates away from the vocabulary of 
µSRVW¶WKHRU\WKDWKDVRIWHQGLYHUWHGDWWHQWLRQZLWKLQSRVWFRORQLDOVWXGLHVAt the same time, 
marking the fiftieth anniversary of JCL invites us to reconsider our understanding of how 
postcolonial literatures have been received and institutionalized within Britain, which is often 
regarded as a homogenous space in terms of the political, economic and cultural legacies of 
colonialism. Drawing on archival work undertaken at the Brotherton Library in Leeds, it is the 
aim of this Afterword to WDNHXS-DPHV3URFWRU¶VDVVHUWLRQWKDW%ULWDLQµKDVWHQGHGWRUHPDLQD
stable bland monolith, a singularly undifferentiated setWLQJ¶ LQ µDFFRXQWV RI EODFN %ULWLVK
FXOWXUH¶ ([SDQGLQJXSRQ3URFWRU¶VDSSHDODJDLQVWYLHZLQJ WKHHUVWZKLOH LPSHULDO
FHQWUHDVDµXQLILHGIODWODQG¶LWLVSRVVLEOHWRreflect on the dynamics of region and class 
within Britain that directly impacted the reception of Commonwealth and postcolonial 
literatures.ii  
In a 1986 opinion piece discussing the origins of JCL, the then co-editor Angus Calder 
maintained WKDW LW µZDV QR DFFLGHQW¶ WKDW DWWHQWLRQ WR OLWHUDWXUH E\ ZULWHUV IURP IRUPDOO\-
FRORQLVHGQDWLRQVHPHUJHGRXWRIµWKHRSSRVLWLRQDOQRQ-metropolitan ambiance of mid-sixties 
/HHGV¶, where (as is discussed in these pages by Gail Low) the first conference on 




It could be that the effectual fuel, in Britain at least, of interest in Comlit has been 
an implicit, commonly tacit, dissent from the prevailing mores of Oxbridge literary 
criticism and the canons of the metropolis.  To direct attention to artists from ex-
³FRORQLDO´ FXOWXUHVRI WKH ³ZKLWH´&RPPRQZHDOWK DQG VWLOOPRUH WR DJLWDWH LQ
effect, on behalf of Third World writers, involves implicit challenge to prevailing 
PHWURSROLWDQ³VWDQGDUGV´ (1986: 10) 
 
It is an assertion that invites a consideration of the radical, internationalist milieu of regions 
outside the South-East of England during the immediate post-war decades. Provincial cities, 
such as Leeds, were not only significant in drawing attention to formally-colonised writers but 
provided fertile ground for non-metropolitan writers from a range of cultural and national 
backgrounds, from within and without Britain, to emerge side-by-side and in opposition to an 
established upper-class, metropolitan literary establishment.  
 The characterization of Leeds as offering a site where radical views could be explored, 
especially in relation to the Commonwealth, is supported by looking at WKHUHVSRQVHWR&DOGHU¶s 
article by Jon Silkin, the poet and founder of Stand magazine. In a letter to the editors of JCL, 
6LONLQ SURYRFDWLYHO\ DVNV µ:RXOG LW QRZ EH VWDWHVPDQ-like to consider admitting English 
ZULWHUVWRWKH&RPPRQZHDOWK"¶QS5HIHUHQFLQJKLV-HZLVKKHritage and his status in 
Britain as the grandchild of Yiddish-speaking /LWKXDQLDQHPLJUDQWVKHPDLQWDLQVWKDWµI am 
aware that English is the language I use but in which I do not entirely feel. It is as though there 
is no language that corresponds to my feelings, and that when I write I am translating from 
those feelings into a partly foreign language ± English. If this is what it means to be of the 
&RPPRQZHDOWKWKHQ,QHHGQRYLVD,DPDOUHDG\RQHRILWVFLWL]HQV¶QS6LONLQ¶VTXHVWLRQLQJ
of the national categories that precede admission into the category of Commonwealth 
Literature foregrounds the intertwined histories, as well as the networks of cultural exchange 
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and movement, RIWKHIRUPHUµFHQWUH¶RIWKH(PSLUHDQGLWVFRORQLDOSHULSKHULHV,WLVin many 
ways, an appeal to concentrate not on the national background of particular writers but on what 
5D\PRQG:LOOLDPVGHILQHGDVWKHVKDUHGµVWUXFWXUHRIIHHOLQJ¶WRQDPHDQHPHUJHQW
cultural disposition born of a particular historical period.iii 6LONLQ¶VLQYHVWPHQWLQOLWHUDWXUHDQG
criticism that is not purely categorized in national or racial terms is evident in the pages of 
Stand, where radical, politically committed and inventive works of literature by writers from 
Britain, the Commonwealth and ex-colonial, independent nations could be found alongside 
each other. In the Stand of the 1950s and 1960s, for example, readers could discover writers 
who are now commonly only discussed ZLWKLQSDUWLFXODUJURXSVVXFKDVWKHµ$QJU\<RXQJ
0HQ¶WKHµ0RYHPHQW¶DQGWKHµ:LQGUXVKJHQHUDWLRQ¶. 
It is well documented that the social change brought about by the post-war consensus 
led to rebellion in the provinces by a number of angry young Grammar School-educated writers 
who opposed the dominance of a literary culture located in the South East.iv Yet, this 
development has been regarded in isolation from the emerging aesthetics of postcolonial 
literature at mid-century: the predominant white, British writers of the 1950s and early 1960s 
are seen as neglecting the presence of non-white migrants in favour of contesting the inequities 
of class, while their non-white contemporaries have been read as challenging racial categories 
that framed British society but disregarding issues of class. What has not been widely 
acknowledged is the way in which the democratisation of British culture away from Oxbridge, 
due in part to the radical, left-wing milieu of cities in the north of England, also impacted upon 
young writers, intellectuals and students who had travelled to thHLPSHULDOµPRWKHUODQG¶IURP
the former colonies. The familiar categories of Angry Young Men, Movement, Windrush and 
Commonwealth writers have allowed for an understanding of some of the shared perspectives 
of lower-middle- or working-class writers, on the one hand, and ex-colonial writers on the 
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other. Yet, the categorisation of writers into specific movements can uphold notions of racial 
difference that separate cultural production down national or racial lines.  
It is possible to situate the emergence of both Commonwealth and lower-class 
literatures at a pivotal moment in British history, when established notions of national identity 
in BritainFRPPRQO\V\PEROLVHGE\PDUNHUVRIµ(QJOLVKQHVV¶ZHUHEHFRPLQJLQFUHDVLQJO\
unstable. As Nick Bentley has persuasively DUJXHGµ>0@DQ\RIWKHIDFWRUVWKDWKDYHSURGXFHG
contemporary re-assessments of English national identity were beginning to emerge during [the 
1950s], such as the pluralisation of national identity in terms of ethnicity, the re-assessment of 
EngliVKQHVV LQ UHODWLRQ WR FODVV DQG WKH SURPRWLRQ RI D PXOWLFXOWXUDO PRGHO RI WKH QDWLRQ¶ 
(2007: 37). Rather that assessing these changes in isolation of each other, they can instead be 
regarded as resisting ZKDW&DOGHUWHUPVWKHµFDQRQVRIWKHPHWURSROLV¶ (1986: 10) and as an 
inter-connected challenge to post-war metropolitan cultural dominance. 
$QXPEHURIWKHµ$QJU\<RXQJ0HQ¶ZKRFDPHWRSURPLQHQFHLQWKHVDUWLFXODWH
their sense of dissatisfaction with their subordinate position within British society through an 
DIILUPDWLRQRI WKHLU µSURYLQFLDO¶EDFNJURXQGV. In an interview with the University of Leeds 
magazine ScopeHQWLWOHGµ7KH$UWLVWLQWKH1RUWK¶6WDQ%DUVWRZUHIOHFWVRQWKHULVHRIQRQ-
PHWURSROLWDQQRYHOLVWVDQGSOD\ZULJKWVVWDWLQJµ,W¶VKRSHG WKDW>«@WKH1RUWKZLOOQHYHUDJDLQ
be regarded as no more than a breeding ground for red-nosed comics and cloth-capped 
characters in socio-SROLWLFDO SURSDJDQGD GUDPDV¶ F  8SKROGLQJ WKLV YLHZ -RKQ
Arden comments in the same interview series that, 
 
To be born in the industrial West Riding in the late twenties or early thirties was to 
be born in a community that was already becoming obsolete and run-GRZQ>«@
The modern sense of taking a subordinate place in the pattern of life has created a 
kind of poetic ambiance to which young men of artistic inclinations have naturally 
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UHVSRQGHG >«@ 7KH GLIIHUHQFH RI ODQJXDJH PXVW QHFHVVDULO\ DIIHFW ZULWHUV DQG
theatre people: and in so far as the Southern dialect of Chaucer became the modern 
Standard English, so the speakers of Northern English tended to feel left out and 
therefore self-assertive of their own speech. (c1965: 6-7)  
 
,W LV DQ DSSHDO WR WKH µYDULHWLHV RI (QJOLVK VSRNHQ DQG ZULWWHQ¶  QS throughout the 
Commonwealth to which Silkin would later cRPPLWLQKLVUHVSRQVHWR&DOGHU¶Vµ/HDGVIURP
/HHGV¶SLHFH7KLVLVQRWWRVXJJHVWWKDWORZHU-class writers from the north of England can be 
regarded as expressing a sense of postcoloniality equivalent to writers from formerly colonized 
nations. It does, however, emphasize the regional disparities and inequities that allowed for a 
compelling sense of affinity across and between works of literature commonly only ascribed 
to the Angries, Movement poets or Commonwealth writers. 
The view of a clear split between postcoloniality and the Movement is further 
complicated by the 1983 work Toward the Decolonisation of African Literature, written by the 
Nigerian literary critics Chinweizu, Onwuchekwa Jemie and Ihechukwu Madubuike. Since the 
1960s there has been a long-standing connection between Nigeria and the North of England, 
sustained through the academic links between the University of Leeds and Ibadan University, 
where Geoffrey Hill and Tony Morrison worked as lecturers in English Literature. An unbound 
photocopy of a section of Toward the Decolonisation of African Literature is held at the 
Brotherton Library as part of material collected by Hill. In it Chinweizu, Jemie and Madubuike 
UHEXNHZKDWWKH\UHJDUGDVµWKHREVFXUDQWLVPSUHYDOHQWLQ1LJHULD¶VHXURPRGHQLVW poetry, the 
curious severance of this poetry from the African tradition, and its phoney and alienating 




2SSRVLQJ WKH µLQGLYLGXDOLVP¶ SURPRWHd by modernism, they promote a surprising 
FRPELQDWLRQQDPHO\WKHIRUJLQJRI)UHQFKµQHJULWXGH¶SKLORVRSK\ZLWKWKHµDQJOR-romantic 
VHQVLELOLW\¶ (39)ZKLFKZDVWDXJKWLQ1LJHULDXVLQJVXFKWH[WVDV5REHUW&RQTXHVW¶VNew Lines 
± an anthology that consolidated a range of 1950s poets into the Movement. The poetry of the 
0RYHPHQW LW LV DUJXHG µHQFRXUDJHV D UHVSHFWIXO DQG REVHUYDQW DWWLWXGH WRZDUGV WKH
HQYLURQPHQW¶DQGDµUHGLVFRYHU\RIWKHYHU\$IULFDQVHWWLQJIURPZKLFKWKHFRORQLDOHGXFDWLRQ
was weaning [NLJHULDQSRHWV@DZD\¶7KHUHMHFWLRQRIPRGHUQLVPLQIDYRXURIDUHQHZHG
5RPDQWLFLVP WKDW WKH0RYHPHQW UHSUHVHQWV WKXV FDUULHVZLWK LW µWKH VHHGVRI UHYROW DJDLQVW
British culture imperialism [sic], seeds that were likely to sprout in the intensely nationalist 
environment of the late-V $ FORVH DQG UHVSHFWIXO UHJDUG IRU RQH¶V HQYLURQPHQW LQ D
Nigerian national setting was far more likely than the alienated attitude to trigger off political 
FRQVFLRXVQHVVLQWKHSRHW¶5DWKHUWKDQYLHZLQJWKHZRUk of the Movement as insulated 
from the wider political and cultural shifts of the British Commonwealth, then, it is regarded 
here as providing the grounds for autonomy from what is seen to be a form of cultural neo-
imperialism following independence.   
To conclude this short reflection on the relevance of region and class in British responses 
to Commonwealth and postcolonial literatures, it is productive to return briefly WR&DOGHU¶V
1986 JCL piece, where the interconnectedness and networks of exchange between the North of 
(QJODQGDQGSRVWFRORQLDO$IULFDDUHGLVFXVVHGWKURXJK&DOGHU¶VUHFROOHFWLRQRIDWULSWR
Nairobi. Finding himself in a University office next-door to 1JǊJƭZD7KLRQJ¶R ± WKHQµ-DPHV
1JǊJƭ¶ ± &DOGHU µEHJDQ WR DSSUHFLDWH WKDW RWKHU ZULters from Africa had followed Wole 
6R\LQND¶ZKRKDGUHORFDWHGWR/HHGVWRVWXG\(QJOLVK/LWHUDWXUHLQµ$JURXSRI(DVW
$IULFDQV¶&DOGHUFRQWLQXHV µLQFOXGLQJEHVLGHV 1JǊJƭ3HWHU1D]DUHWK>«@3LR=LULPXDQG
Van Zirimu, had felt the impact of a northern, proletarian city, and had discussed Marxist 
7 
 
idealism in a left-wing University ambiance. 1JǊJƭ¶VOHIWZDUGVKLIWLQA Grain of Wheat and 
thereafter was not unconnected with these exposures¶ (1986: 9).  
1JǊJƭ affirms this influence in a 1966 interview with the Leeds student newspaper, the 
Union News, about his time as a University of Leeds MA student. Discussing his experience 
of activism in Leeds, he maintains WKDWKHKDGµDOZD\VEHOLHYHGLQWKHWUDditional view of the 
English BobE\¶EHIRUHZLWQHVVLQJSROLFHYLROHQFHDJDLQVWµSHDFHIXOVWXGHQWVGHPRQVWUDWLQJLQ
WKH VWUHHWV¶   ,W LV WKLV DWPRVSKHUH RI UHYROXWLRQDU\ SROLWLFV KRZHYHU WKDW helped 
inspire his own anti-colonial politics, as he remarks at tKHLQWHUYLHZ¶VFRQFOXVLRQ 
 
I am glad I came to Leeds. There is a strong radical tradition here which of course 
KHOSVHYHU\³FRORQLDO´VWXGHQWZKRFRPHVWR/HHGVLQDZD\WKDWSODFHVOLNH2[IRUG
and Cambridge cannot do. I went to Oxford last term and some students I met there! 




1JǊJƭ¶VRHXYUHZDVWKXVLQIOHFWHGE\the inter-cultural networks and creative exchanges that 
emerged out of the anti-racist, politically committed and internationalist politics of 1960s 
Leeds. ([SORULQJWKHµUDGLFDOWUDGLWLRQ¶RI/HHGVZKLFKKHOSHGJLYHULVHWRJCL in 1965, and 
examining the broader heterogeneity of British responses to the history of colonialism, forces 
us to think otherwise about the relation between the regional, racial and national boundaries 
that are placed on literary creativity.  
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